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Writing Migration Stories: Welsh
Patagonians in Australia
During a ten-year process, the authors
of this book compiled a collaborative
history of a small group migration, that
of Welsh Patagonians to Australia in the
early twentieth century. In compiling
the book it was necessary to consider
how best to represent multiple voices in
one history, how competing interests
might be reconciled, and how successful collaboration can be achieved. This
reflection on that process alerts practicing oral historians to some of the pitfalls
of the participatory approach. For example, the decision to privilege individual
interviewees and family experiences on a case-by-case basis can lead to
repetition and contradiction and, without critical analysis and explanatory
context, an understanding of broader historical patterns can be lost.
I explore these issues by providing a brief background to Welsh Patagonian
migration to Australia and the oral history project involving numerous descen-
dants of the original migrants. This is followed by an examination of the genre of
oral history and life writing and the methodological issues involved. I conclude
with an evaluation of the publication arising from the project, arguing that while
it satisfies the participants and community in question, it may not suit a wider
readership desiring a less subjective historical narrative and more traditional
chronological framework.
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Background to Welsh Patagonian Migration to Australia
The history and folklore of the Welsh settlements in Patagonia are well known,
especially in Wales. They date from 1865 when the first group of 163 nationalists
left Wales to escape English persecution and threats to their cultural identity
(Williams 35). They established colonies in the Chubut Valley and Andes foothills
and for many years maintained their distinctive heritage and Welsh language.
By the end of the century, however, immigration was decreasing and several
factors led the colonists, whose numbers had grown substantially, again to seek
new homes. These factors included lack of employment and government pressure
for them to integrate, speak Spanish, educate their children in local Catholic
schools, and undertake military training on Sundays. Unwilling to compromise
their traditional lifestyles, several decided to return to Britain or migrate to
another British country. Some 250 Welsh Patagonians sailed to Canada in 1902,
others returned to Wales, and approximately 350 Patagonians, of whom 151 were
Welsh, came to Australia between 1910 and 1916. The Welsh amongst the
Australian immigrants were linked by family and community affiliations and
constituted almost the same number as the original party who sailed from Wales
to Patagonia in 1865.
Numerous literary and historical works exist on the Welsh colony in Patagonia,
but until recently little had been published on the secondary migrations to
Canada and Australia. A centenary celebration of the migration to Canada was
held in 2002 in Bangor, Saskatchewan. A substantial book, The Bangor and
District History Book (by a Committee of the same name), and video were
published for the occasion. Similar Australian reunions were held in Cairns in
2003 and Darwin in 2005. Each attracted many descendants of those who had
migrated almost a century earlier. The launch of the book Welsh Patagonians: the
Australian Connection, co-authored by Peta Roberts and myself, was timed to
coincide with the Darwin celebration.
The Oral History Project
Welsh Patagonians: the Australian Connection is based on over sixty individual,
family, and group interviews from first, second, and third generation Welsh
Patagonians. The aim was to compile a series of life stories and personal
narratives set within the historical, literary, and public policy contexts of four
countries*/Wales, Argentina, Canada, and Australia. Themes of migration,
shifting identities, community and place, cultural heritage, and life writing
(both as methodology and genre) are relevant here.
It is important to position the writers, for they do not exist in a vacuum. Peta
Roberts is third generation Welsh Patagonian. As a child growing up in Australia,
she was told that her grandfather was born in a tribe of Indians and if she ever
went to Patagonia, there would be thousands of acres of land to claim. At the
time, she believed that hers was the only Welsh Patagonian family in Australia;
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she knew of no other with such a background. Her family did not leave Patagonia
as part of a group but returned to Wales for some years before embarking for
Australia. As a young adult, Peta travelled to the Andes on a mountain-climbing
holiday in 1992 and began tracing her family history. Eventually she compiled a
genealogical index of all the Welsh who went to Patagonia between 1865 and
1900. Despite the family folklore, Peta found no land she could claim on behalf of
her family; indeed the difficulty of gaining land titles was one reason why many
Welsh Patagonians relocated in the early twentieth century.
I first encountered the Welsh Patagonians while undertaking doctoral research
into Australian immigration between federation and World War II. Sometimes,
when mining government archives, one comes across an incident that generated
more official records than it seemed to warrant. The arrival in Darwin of 220
immigrants on a Japanese ship from little-known Patagonia during World War I
was such an incident. These cases are worth following up because they provide
intriguing insights into underlying government and community philosophies,
attitudes, and anxieties. Incidents relating to Australian immigration that
generated extensive archival material in the early twentieth century often
concerned immigrants who were not considered sufficiently ‘white’. Non-British
Europeans deemed ‘semi-white’ or ‘semi-coloured’ were officially labelled as
‘white aliens’. Australia’s restrictive immigration policy at this time was shifting
its focus from Asians to Southern and Eastern Europeans. Asian immigration had
been ‘resolved’ by the Immigration Restriction Act, 1901, the ‘white Australia’
policy, which prohibited non-European immigrants for over sixty years. Unease
about increasing numbers of (non-British) European immigrants, however, grew
throughout the interwar period.
The arrival of 214 Maltese immigrants just before the first federal conscription
referendum in 1916 caused particular concern. All were given the dictation test
(in Dutch) and temporarily deported to New Caledonia. Eventually, most were
allowed entry but only on condition that they joined trade unions and did not
undercut wages. Ironically, Maltese at this time were British. Apart from their
dark complexions, they would otherwise have been ideal immigrants. Others
perceived as ‘semi-coloured’ and low on the scale of preferred immigrants were
Anglo-Indians, Greeks, Castellorizzans, southern Italians, and, most relevant
here, non-Welsh Patagonians (Langfield, ‘Attitudes to European Immigration to
Australia’).
Welsh Patagonians first arrived in Australia immediately before World War I, a
boom period in Australian immigration. State and federal governments offered
passage assistance, land, and jobs. Favourable government reports, positive
advertising, and zealous immigration agents provided powerful pull factors at a
time when push factors were operating in Argentina. Initially, they settled in
Moora-Miling, north of Perth in Western Australia; Colando, near Leeton, in the
Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area of NSW; and Rochester, Bamawm, and Lockington
in Victoria. Being British, they attracted little attention. Indeed, they were
preferred immigrants, being white British irrigation farmers who would settle the
‘empty’ spaces.
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Unlike the reception of Welsh families before the war, the arrival in Darwin in
1915 of 220 Patagonians, of whom only 29 were Welsh, caused widespread
consternation. Like the Maltese mentioned above, they arrived during wartime
when any immigration was unusual. Australians feared they would take the jobs
of soldiers fighting abroad, but they also had racial concerns. Along with the
desirable Welsh, there were also numerous ‘white aliens’ (113 Spaniards, 45
Russians, 30 Italians, one Frenchman, one Serbian, and one Greek). The federal
government immediately whisked the men away from Darwin to work on the Pine
Creek to Catherine railway extension, out of sight of trade unions. The promise
of farmland at the time of their recruitment was never fulfilled (Langfield,
‘‘‘Filching the Argentine colonists’’’ 33/47; Langfield and Roberts).
Well after completing my doctoral research, I visited the Welsh settlements in
Argentina while on holiday in 1994. There I met Tegai Roberts, curator of the
Welsh Historical Museum in Gaiman, who gave me names of several Welsh
Patagonian descendants in Australia, one of whom was Peta Roberts. On my
return home, I contacted Peta and together we began the Welsh Patagonian Oral
History Project, initially funded by a research grant from Deakin University. This
was a joint enterprise between a Welsh Patagonian descendant, whose family
was part of the story being researched and who had a genealogical bent, and an
immigration historian with a strong interest in the story but no personal
connections with it. Our disciplinary backgrounds were vastly different and our
priorities sometimes diverged quite markedly. Initially our opinions differed
about the type of outcome we wanted. Although we both prioritised the oral
testimonies, Peta wanted to target a broad general audience, while I preferred a
more scholarly academic publication. Ultimately, we compromised by relegating
the theoretical section to the end. Overall, the collaboration worked because our
goal was always the same: to put this fascinating but largely neglected episode in
Australia’s immigration history on record before it was too late.
Methodological Issues
Alessandro Portelli sees the essence of oral history (as distinct from other
approaches and disciplines that use similar methodological techniques, such as
sociology, anthropology, and folklore) as:
the combination of the prevalence of the narrative form on the one hand, and the
search for a connection between biography and history, between individual
experience and the transformations of society, on the other (Portelli, ‘Oral
History as Genre’ 25).
He describes this genre of discourse as ‘history telling: a cousin of story telling,
but distinct from it because of its broader narrative range and dialogic
formation’ (25). He raises questions such as ‘how historical is private life’ and
‘how personal is history’, recognising the difficulties of distinguishing between
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private and public. He explains that genre depends on ‘the shifting balance
between the personal and the social, between biography and history’ (26).
Life and Times is a cliche´d definition of biography and autobiography in
general. . . . According to where the scales tip between the life and the times,
oral history shifts between performance-oriented narrative and content-oriented
document, between subject-oriented life story and theme-oriented testimony. In
practice, oral history stays mostly in-between: its role is precisely to connect life
to times, uniqueness to representativeness, as well as orality to writing. The key
word in life and times is the one in the middle. (26)
Another way of approaching the personal/social or the biography/history
relationship is to consider it in light of micro and macro histories, or individual
stories and metanarratives (34). It means setting the lives of individuals within
the context of the broader picture.
Life histories and personal narratives have added new and more nuanced
interpretations to our understandings of the past. Such an approach favours
those who traditionally have not been the protagonists of history (26). It is
concerned with ‘the private, individual and subjective nature of life rather than
the public, general, objective’; it is qualitative not quantitative, specific rather
than general; it eschews the positivistic approach to social science and, like
postmodernism and poststructuralism, the universalism of the grand narrative
(Goodley et al. 97/99).
This is the approach adopted in Welsh Patagonians: the Australian Connec-
tion. The book relies on oral testimonies, autobiographical narratives, diaries,
letters, press reports, and literature, framed by extensive archival material. It
emphasises the particular and is a qualitative and subjective interpretation in
response to semi-structured interviews (Marotta 130/32). Questions followed a
logical sequence to be as coherent as possible for potential audiences (Godfrey
and Richardson 144). They mirrored the usual structure for migration studies,
covering family background, reasons for emigration, stories passed down about
Patagonia, the journey, arrival, and resettlement. Childhood experiences as well
as adult lives, and aspects of Welsh and Patagonian cultural heritage were
included. Interviewees were also encouraged to raise issues of their own. This
brought to light many individual, family, and group stories reflecting the impact
of government immigration and land settlement policies of the time.
After collecting the stories, which given the geographical spread of respon-
dents took over five years, choices were made about how to present them in a
publication. Which genre of oral history would be most effective (Chamberlain
and Thompson)? Together they constituted a polyphony of voices and a wide
variety of individual experiences set within a common social, political, and
temporal frame. The collection could be considered, in Luisa Passerini’s terms,
as a ‘group autobiography’ (qtd. in Chamberlain and Thompson 11). A critical
methodological question for the authors, therefore, was whether to retain the
integrity of individual life stories or disaggregate them and arrange interview
extracts thematically (Portelli, ‘Oral History as Genre’ 35). Both presentation
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styles have strengths and weaknesses. Ultimately, mindful of the primary target
audience, the descendants, and their expectations, individual testimonies were
combined into family histories, and family histories merged into chapters
representing the major immigrant groups and their destinations. Because the
structure retains the family and friendship groups that travelled and settled
together, chapters can be read in isolation.
The final product was a negotiated one. Before publication, individual
interview transcripts and compilations of family and group stories were returned
to participants for approval, checking, and amendment. This was the first time
interviewees had seen what others in their families and settlement group had
recorded. Changes were inevitable as information was compared and contra-
dictions resolved, generally without undue tension. Material we might like to
have used was sometimes jettisoned and more memories were triggered in the
process of compilation. This type of collaborative, participatory research is
considerably more time-consuming than having consent forms signed off at the
time of the interview or transcription, but it is more ethical and inclusive
because ‘the researched may have a voice within all stages of the research
process’ (Goodley et al. 60).
What then, Portelli asks (‘Oral History as Genre’ 35), is the relationship of
these participant voices to the voice of the historian? Our role was to relate these
microhistories to the metanarratives of Australian immigration history, to
confirm or challenge existing understandings or, as Dan Goodley and his co-
writers (8) explain, ‘to explore individuals’ accounts in terms of the relationships
to the broader social, structural and cultural context’. A general introduction
provides the background to Welsh migration to Patagonia. Each subsequent
chapter then includes a contextual introduction of its own, before the personal
experiences of each group are presented. These metanarratives, or para-
narratives, are important in making these hitherto little-known Welsh Patagonian
experiences meaningful for others (Goodley et al. 59/60; Chamberlain and
Thompson xiii/xiv). Indeed, the history of Welsh Patagonian immigration to
Australia is representative of other migrations at the same time. As noted earlier,
these immigrants were caught up in various ill-conceived and poorly managed
state settlement schemes and, like many others, simply walked off their
properties or moved away after only a few years. Many settlers in the Leeton-
Yanco area became embroiled in two Royal Commissions into the operation of the
Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area in 1916 and 1917. To receive compensation, they
had to relinquish their farms. The Welsh Patagonians also exemplify the
phenomenon of ‘colony’ migration, where small groups of people with close
national, cultural, or communal links migrate together to take up land in
close proximity to each other. More broadly, the Welsh Patagonian experience
and the secondary migrations associated with it are part of the global population
movements which gathered momentum in the mid-nineteenth century and
continued into the twentieth.
Life history research is of continuing relevance on a number of levels. At the
end of each of the core chapters, extensive genealogical trees were incorporated
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which document the connections between the immigrants. In some cases, these
have served to reunite Welsh Patagonian descendants who had long lost contact
with each other. In addition, these life stories reveal the extent to which ethnic
minorities in culturally diverse societies, can sustain their heritage and identity,
in this case not just Welsh but Patagonian Welsh.
The retrospective and self-reflexive nature of first-person accounts raises
other methodological issues for writers, such as the relationship between fiction
and non-fiction, fact and folklore, memory and history. Chamberlain and
Thompson question how far autobiography should ‘be read as a narrative of real
experience and how far as a form of fiction’ (3). The same question also applies to
life stories of any kind. As William G. Tierney argues (545), the life history text lies
somewhere between history and memory. Moreover, the cultural frames of the
present continue to reshape identities and modify our interpretations of the past.
As Portelli notes, however, neither written nor oral sources exist alone (The Death
of Luigi Trastulli 52). Many written sources are based on orality, and many forms
of writing, such as certificates, letters, and documents of various kinds, can
substantiate oral sources. This is exemplified in this project by the many tangible
and intangible aspects of their shared heritage that the respondents still possess.
Conclusion
These life stories and their frameworks speak especially to those who have a
stake in them, in this case, the descendants of Welsh Patagonians in Australia.
This was always the immediate ‘proximal’ audience for the book (Goodley et al.
180), and I believe it has been well served. Nevertheless, the inclusive,
participatory approach can have its shortcomings. It can result in some loss of
control and ‘authority’ by historians in interpreting the narrative, in deciding
what material to include or exclude, and in the necessity to desensitise some of
the primary data at the expense of candour. The privileging of the participants in
this closely focussed community history, with chapters arranged geographically in
a collection of regional/family case studies, may be less satisfying for a broader
audience seeking a clearer connection between the particular and the general. It
should, however, have appeal and relevance for anyone who has an interest in
migration histories and personal narratives and in the distinct cultural heritage of
the Welsh.
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